Transcript of an article that appeared in the Parents Voice magazine in Spring 1986
Guiding and People with a Mental Handicap

Most of our readers will know about MENCAP's annual Lionel Penrose Award for a paper about improving the lives of people with a mental handicap.  Our winner for 1985 - and the first ever - was Mary Huggard, a trained nurse and teacher with extensive experience of working with mentally handicapped people.  We reproduce her article below.

Whilst carrying out my duties as a District Nursing Sister in the Liphook rural area in the mid- seventies, it came to my notice that there were several residential homes that catered specifically for handicapped people.  As I had some experience in Guiding, I felt that the introduction of local people with handicaps to this organisation would enable them to be integrated and accepted into the community.


A Brownie pack was formed in 1976 to cater for girls with mixed handicaps living in Liphook and the surrounding areas. The girls who came to the weekly meeting held in my house all had a mental handicap and some had other disabilities as well. I encouraged the local Ranger Guides, none of whom had been involved with handicapped children before, to come and help with the group.  And as offers came in, a ranger Unit was formed for the older girls, followed by a Guide Company.


When the girls were too old for Rangers we set up a Trefoil Guild Unit, which is intended to cater for them for the rest of their lives.  Having stimulated them, we cannot say "no more Guiding", but will adapt activities to their needs as they grow older.  The Trefoil Guild do not wear uniforms, but as all the members were very upset at not having one, I have adapted one similar to the Guides' and Rangers' for them.


Having increased our numbers, we had to look for a new meeting place suitable for use by a group of handicapped people with a car park close at hand for their transport, so they could not get lost.


The members are encouraged to tackle the same programme as their non-handicapped counterparts, including all the District, Division and County Guiding events such as 'Brownie Revels', Guide challenges, church parades (carrying their own flags), County camps, County arts festival and National Guide competitions.  At these events, other Brownies, Guides, Rangers and Guiders mix with them and learn to be patient and helpful instead of frightened.  


Rather than placing our members into ordinary Units straight away, I felt there was a need to educate Guiders and other members of the Movement, so we started our own group for them as they needed individual attention at a slower pace than that provided by an ordinary Unit.  


Although the girls have different abilities, we try to stretch each individual to her limits to develop her character and personality just as other girls are doing.  Inside the residential homes, the girls seem to be treated as a total group of handicapped people, but through Guiding, they can become individuals.  Each girl can broaden her abilities and each feels that she belongs to her own Unit.



The staff of the residential homes do not have time to provide more complex activities such as camps, hikes, handicrafts, rope bridges and other outdoor activities.  The Girl Guide Movement allows for freedom of Movement and meeting lots of people of different ages and backgrounds.  The girls need to mix in with other people to learn the behaviour  which is acceptable and that which is not.  They do not know the difference when they only mix with other handicapped people.


All the activities they share enable them to learn new skills and ideas and to experiences, especially fun and laughter.  They gain particular enjoyment during our outings, when we try to have more adventurous activities than would normally be possible, such as the occasion when we visited the maze at Hampton Court Palace. I was astounded  to find that the girls had negotiated the maze unaided and were out before I had finished a cup of coffee!  They formed an impressive Guard of Honour at the wedding of one of our Guiders, an occasion that not only gave them joy but self esteem as well.


I became aware quite early on that many day to day parts of life are missing for these girls and I have tried to remedy this.  I have tried to give them little things we take for granted such as the pleasure of eating fish and chips straight form the paper, climbing over farm gates (with the owner's permission), using a telephone and speaking to someone on it.


They all put great enthusiasm into their Guiding and they enjoy giving service to others in the community.  They make gifts, cards and decorations at Christmas for the residents of local warden flats, and wash up the tea dishes at King George's Hospital fete.  Although this may seem a minimal task, they thoroughly enjoy doing domesticated chores like this.  They have also given dancing displays, one of which was at a 'keep fit' rally in aid of MENCAP.

As part of the Guiding Movement, it is natural that we go camping every year.  Camp can sometimes be wet, but the girls rise to the challenge, and benefit physically as well as mentally from the experiences.  We have one girl who comes out of her shell at camp by talking, which she does not do any other time of the year.  The girls are expected to perform all the many and varied tasks required of any camper. It is a time when they have a chance to co-operate with each other and become self-sufficient.

This year was a special camp to celebrate seventy five years of the Guiding Movement.  We were invited to attend the Hampshire east County camp as the County Guiders who visited our camp last year were so impressed with the girls' high standards.  This was held at Foxlease, The Girl Guide HQ training Centre at Lyndhurst in the New Forest.  They joined four hundred other Guides form the County, sharing fun and laughter together, making many new friends, breaking down prejudices and experiencing a sense of companionship in all the activities they shared.  It was a memorable experience for all concerned.  


In addition to the camp, the girls were invited to dance at the County Rally for an audience of approximately four thousand people in the Guildhall Square at Portsmouth.  Far from ridiculing them, the crown warmly applauded throughout and cheered at the end.


Helping people with a mental handicap makes us appreciate the value of life.  Despite their disabilities, the girls are very happy and helping them to get the most from their lives is very rewarding.  It makes us appreciate our own 'normal' lives more.  Helpers quickly discover that to offer attention straight away to any of the girls is not in their best interest.  They soon come to see them as individuals and get to know their personalities. 


We would like to give the girls a once in a life-time experience of going abroad to Switzerland to visit the Guide Chalet, and of going up mountains like other girls,  And we would like to see a lot more integration of people with a mental handicap into the community as a whole.  Because of the existence of our Units, the local Guiders here in Liphook are now willing to accept mentally handicapped girls into their Units; we now have two girls with Downs syndrome in Brownie Packs.  They are all coping very well and gaining a lot from the experience.


We have learned over the years that, if young children get used to people with a handicap from an early age, it helps to break down prejudices.  As the children get older, they support their handicapped fellows and prevent their peers from belittling them.


Our aim is to help girls with a mental handicap to lead as full a life as possible.  Both staff and the girls are learning all the time from each other.  Despite their disabilities, they have the same variety of personal preferences and capabilities as other people. They need to be needed and enjoy being appreciate as we all do. 


We are trying to help the community to become even more aware of the capabilities of people with a mental handicap and to realise that there is a life worth living for them and a place for them in the world.


Mary Huggard 1985

